Coping with victimization in heterosexual and sexual minority university students by Mace, Stephanie et al.
This is the author’s version of a work that was submitted/accepted for pub-
lication in the following source:
Mace, Stephanie, Campbell, Marilyn, & Whiteford, Chrystal
(2016)
Coping with victimization in heterosexual and sexual minority university
students.
Journal of Gay and Lesbian Social Services, 28(2), pp. 159-170.
This file was downloaded from: https://eprints.qut.edu.au/96365/
c© Copyright 2016 Taylor & Francis Group, LLC
The Version of Record of this manuscript has been published
and is available in Journal of Gay and Lesbian Social Services, 13 April
2016, http://www.tandfonline.com/10.1080/10538720.2016.1155521
Notice: Changes introduced as a result of publishing processes such as
copy-editing and formatting may not be reflected in this document. For a
definitive version of this work, please refer to the published source:
https://doi.org/10.1080/10538720.2016.1155521
 1 
 
Coping with victimization in heterosexual and sexual minority university students 
Stephanie Mace 
Marilyn Campbell 
Chrystal Whiteford 
Queensland University of Technology 
 
 
 
 
 
Corresponding author  
Marilyn Campbell 
Professor 
School of Cultural and Professional Learning 
Queensland University of Technology 
Kelvin Grove  
Brisbane, Australia 4059. 
Email: ma.campbell@qut.edu.au 
Tel: 61 7 3138 3806 
Fax: 61 7 3138 8265 
  
 2 
 
Abstract 
This study examined perceived social support available to victims of traditional and 
cyber forms of bullying in a heterosexual and sexual minority emerging adult university 
student population. Questionnaires were completed by 521 students aged 18- to 25-years-
old, relating to their sexuality, experience of bullying, and perception of social support. 
Perceived social support was lower for sexual minority individuals than for heterosexual 
individuals only when no bullying behaviour was present. No significant differences in 
perceived social support between sexual minority and heterosexual individuals were found 
when they were traditionally bullied, cyberbullied, or experienced both forms of bullying 
victimization. Implications for practice and future research are discussed.  
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Social support and coping with bullying in heterosexual and sexual minority young 
university students 
 
Although sexual minority individuals experience traditional and cyberbullying 
continuing beyond the school years and into the workplace (Ozturk, 2011; Privitera & 
Campbell, 2009), it is only recently that research has investigated the prevalence of bullying 
in the sexual minority emerging adult population, that is, with individuals transitioning from 
adolescence to adulthood (Arnett, 2000). Consistent with adolescent populations (Cooper & 
Blumenfeld, 2012; Robinson & Espelage, 2011), Wensley and Campbell (2012) identified 
that sexual minority emerging adult students experience a higher rate of bullying than their 
heterosexual peers. 
 
In addition, sexual minority individuals experience less support from 
peers, families and schools (Fedewa & Ahn, 2011) which has been associated with 
increased risk of bullying (Flaspohler, Elfstrom, Vanderzee, & Sink, 2009; Holt & Espelage, 
2007).  However, research in this area has primarily focused on adolescent student 
populations, with little research examining the role of social support for emerging adults 
who are experiencing bullying within the university environment. This study, therefore, 
examined the perceived level of social support available to heterosexual and sexual minority 
victims of traditional and cyber forms of bullying in the emerging adult university 
population.  
Sexuality and Social Support 
 Sexual minority adolescent students not only report fewer friends (Fedewa & Ahn, 
2011), but also lower quality friendships than their heterosexual peers (Williams, Connolly, 
Pepler, & Craig, 2005).  In addition they experience increased negativity from their school 
peers due to a non-adherence to gender norms (Daley, Solomon, Newman, & Mishna, 
2007). Support from adults in the school environment is also reduced for sexual minority 
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adolescents, with some teachers exhibiting homophobic behaviour (McGuire, Anderson, 
Toomey, & Russell, 2010).  Compounding this, low levels of support are also experienced 
in the home, with reduced closeness noted between sexual minority adolescents and their 
mothers Opportunities to seek help from others may be impacted by this lack of perceived 
social support. Sexual minority students may not seek family support when bullied as it may 
reveal their sexual orientation to their family (Blumenfeld & Cooper, 2010) and put them at 
risk of parental rejection (Waldner & Magruder, 1999).
 
In the school environment, sexual 
minority victims of harassment report that teachers often ignore their requests for help 
(Sausa, 2005).  Some students have reported going to such an extent as changing schools to 
avoid continued harassment (McGuire et al., 2010). Although sexual minority students 
indicated the importance of access to advocates in administrative positions when bullied, 
often such a position does not exist, or it is unknown to youths (O’Shaughnessy, Russell, 
Heck, Calhoun, & Laub, 2004).  
Such results are also mirrored in the university environment. Although less research 
has been conducted, similar to high school students, bullied heterosexual university students 
also exhibited avoidance behaviours. Studies have found these bullied students either left or 
delayed their studies or avoided the places on campus where the bullying occurred 
(Sikkonen, Puhakka, & Merilainen, 2014). Further, reflecting findings from studies using 
high school populations, the majority of university students who had been bullied also 
reported that they had not sought any help (73%) while those who did ask for help consulted 
teaching personnel, their peers of the student union (Sinkkonen et al., 2014). 
 
Social Support and Effective Coping 
 A paucity of research exists focussing on effective coping strategies for bullying in 
the emerging adult population. Indeed, a surprising lack of research exists on bullying in 
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university student populations in general (Coleyshaw, 2010; Cowie & Meyers, 2016). 
Although some research explores workplace bullying in universities, it neglects to examine 
university peer bullying (see Cowie et al., 2013 for a review). In the few studies published, 
university victims of cyberbullying in America coped by telling someone, avoiding their 
peers and avoiding the internet (Kenworthy, 2010; Schenk & Fremouw, 2012). Avoidance 
may indicate a lack of perceived social supports. 
When examined in the adolescent population, seeking social support when bullied 
has been identified as an effective strategy for coping (Flaspohlet et al., 2009; Holt & 
Espelage, 2007). 
 
Victims of bullying are less likely to experience the negative 
psychological outcomes associated with bullying if they are able to effectively cope 
(Flaspohler et al., 2009; Kanetsuna & Smith, 2002).  An Australian study examined the 
range of coping strategies that had been implemented by high school student victims in 
terms of their effectiveness (Slee & Murray-Harvey, 2008). 
 
Strategies that made attempts to 
deal with the actual bullying problem, for example, talking to an adult such as a school 
counsellor, were rated as likely to be effective in ending or reducing bullying. Adolescent 
student victims of bullying also reported that seeking support was the most effective 
strategy that they could use (Riebel, Jäger, & Fischer, 2009). Interestingly, an Australian 
study suggested university students experiencing cyberbullying also sought help from 
others, in this instance friends (Orel, Campbell, Wozencroft,  Leong,  & Kimpton, 2015). In 
addition, these students implemented another coping strategy, and blocked the bully. 
However, not all attempts at ending bullying through seeking social support are successful, 
with research indicating it may only end bullying in approximately 50 per cent of cases 
(Machackova, Cerna, Sevcikova, Dedkova, & Daneback, 2013).  Despite this, seeking social 
support still remains one of the most effective strategies a victim can implement. 
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The source of peer social support accessed may play a role in how effective seeking 
social support is for victims. Support from peers who are also victims of bullying is thought 
to be ineffective in ending bullying due to the overall power imbalance between bullies and 
victims (Flaspohler et al., 2009). The support of a peer who is not involved in bullying may 
in fact be more effective in reducing or ending bullying (Pellegrini, Bartini, & Brooks, 
1999), with Hawkins, Pepler and Craig (2001) identifying that support from peers ended 
bullying more often than not. 
 
Adolescent student victims of bullying who experience high 
levels of both peer and teacher support experienced the least negative effects which 
highlights the importance of access to sufficient social support (Flaspohler et al., 2009).  
Despite support-seeking strategies being somewhat effective in reducing or ending 
bullying, victims do not always use them (Kristensen & Smith, 2003). 
 
It could be that 
victims of bullying do not use the strategy of seeking social support as they have insufficient 
social resources available to them (Flaspohler et al., 2009; Holt & Espelage, 2007). 
Research in this area has primarily focused on sexual minority adolescent students or 
adolescents in the workforce and to date has neglected the sexual minority emerging adult 
student population even though bullying has been identified as a significant concern in this 
population (Wensley & Campbell, 2012).
 
This study therefore examined the perceived level 
of social support available to victims of traditional and cyberbullying in a heterosexual and 
sexual minority emerging adult university student population. Given the existing research 
that has examined social support in the adolescent heterosexual and sexual minority 
population, it was expected that in comparison to their heterosexual peers, sexual minority 
emerging adult students would experience reduced levels of social support. 
Method 
Participants 
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Participants were 528 undergraduate students from an Australian university, aged 
between 18- and 25-years-old (M = 19.52 years, SD = 1.99), of which 426 were female 
(80.7%), 99 male (18.8%), and 3 did not specify (.06%). Students were required to be in 
their first year of undergraduate study and within the ages of 18 and 25. Five participants 
failed to complete items relating to social support, and two participants failed to indicate 
their sexual orientation, leaving 521 respondents. Ninety-two participants (17.7 %) 
identified as being sexual minority, and 429 participants (82.3 %) identified as being 
completely heterosexual. A combination of convenience and criteria sampling was used 
(Schensul, Schensul, & LeCompte, 1999). Recruitment occurred through first year lectures 
in psychology and a first year psychology student participant pool. Participants could 
choose whether to receive research course credit (psychology students) or to enter a draw to 
win a shopping voucher. 
 
Measures 
Bullying Questionnaire. The questionnaire used was adapted from previous research 
by Campbell et al. (2011) and consisted of 35 items.
 
 The first section included a standard 
definition of cyberbullying: “Cyberbullying is bullying using technology. It is when one 
person or a group of people repeatedly try to hurt or embarrass another person, using their 
computer or mobile phone, to use power over them. With cyberbullying, the person bullying 
usually has some advantage over the person targeted, and it is done on purpose to hurt 
them, not like an accident or when friends tease each other.”  This was followed by 12 
questions about the incidence, frequency, and severity of cyberbullying the individual had 
experienced in the previous 12 months. For example, after “Have you been cyberbullied in 
the last 12 months” if yes go to Question 2 “How often have you been cyberbullied in the 
last 12 months?” Response options included:  less than once a week, once a week, one or 
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two times a week, most days, or every day. What sort of things have you been cyberbullied 
about? Response options included: Appearance, grades or intelligence, sexuality, gender 
expression. If respondents answered no they were directed to go to the second section. 
The second section of the questionnaire comprised the same 12 items but focused on 
traditional forms of bullying. The following definition of traditional bullying adapted from 
research by Olweus (2010; Olweus & Limber, 2010) preceded these items: “Traditional 
bullying is when one person wants to hurt another person on purpose (it’s not an accident) 
and does it repeatedly and unfairly (the bully has some advantage over the victim). Bullying 
may be done by one or more people a number of times.”  
Demographic items were also included and asked individuals to report their gender, 
age, and sexual orientation. The question relating to sexual orientation was modified from 
Berlan and colleagues (2010) and asked participants, “Which one of the following best 
describes your sexuality?”  Individuals responded by selecting one of the following: 
“Completely heterosexual (attracted to persons of the opposite sex),” “Mostly 
heterosexual,” “Bisexual (equally attracted to men and women),” “Mostly homosexual,” 
“Completely homosexual (lesbian/gay, attracted to persons of the same sex),” or 
“questioning/not sure”. Due to the skewed distribution of this data, the six categories were 
collapsed into two: completely heterosexual and sexual minority.  
Personal Resource Questionnaire (PRQ). Developed by Brandt and Weinert (1981), 
Part II is a 25-item scale that measures individuals perceived level of social support in the 
following five domains: intimacy, social integration, nurturance, worth, and assistance.  
Examples of the items include “There is someone I feel close to who makes me feel secure” 
(intimacy), “I spend time with others who have the same interests I do” (social integration), 
“There is little opportunity in my life to be giving and caring to a child or young person” 
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(nurturing), “People let me know that I do well at my work” (worth) and “Sometimes I can’t 
count on my relatives and friends to help me with important problems” (assistance).  
Participants responded to items on a seven-point Likert scale (1- strongly disagree 
and 7- strongly agree), and scores were combined to produce an overall score between 25 
and 175 where higher scores indicate higher levels of social support. The Cronbach alpha 
coefficient was.89 (Brandt & Weinert, 1981) and  .91 for this sample.  
Procedure  
Ethical clearance was obtained from the university ethics committee. This current 
study analysed data collected as part of a larger study between June and August 2011.
 
Data 
was obtained via a pencil-and-paper based questionnaire distributed to students attending a 
weekly first year lecture during a 15 minute class break. A total of 405 students completed 
the survey in this way. The questionnaire was also made available online for first-year 
psychology students to complete in exchange for course credit, with an additional 113 
students completing the survey. Completion of the questionnaire took approximately 10 
minutes.  
Data Analysis 
 To examine the degree of the relationship between sexuality and perceived social 
support of victims of cyber and traditional bullying, multiple linear regression was 
conducted using SPSS Statistics 23.0. Two multiple linear regression models were 
constructed for perceived social support scores. This allows for examination of the 
contribution of interaction effects to the model, allowing for explanation of potential 
moderation effects (Hayes, 2013). The use of multiple models has been supported by 
previous research (e.g., Carroll & Lauzier, 2014).  
Results 
 10 
 
Table 1 presents descriptives, including the mean social support scores and standard 
deviations for individual’s experience of bullying as a function of sexual orientation.  
INSERT TABLE 1 HERE 
Table One suggests, heterosexual participants had higher scores on the social support 
measure than their sexual minority peers when traditionally bullied or cyber bullied. In 
addition, results indicate those who were not bullied had higher social support scores than 
participants who were victims of traditional bullying, cyberbullying, or were bullied by both 
methods. 
The main effects model (See Table 2) was statistically significant in predicting 
perceived social support scores in this population, F(6, 570)=5.480, p <.001, and accounted 
for 4.5% of variation in these scores. Participant sex (β=.165, p<.001) and sexuality (β = 
.140, p <.05) were significant predictors within this model. Results suggest that female 
participants were rated as having higher scores on the perceived social support scale as were 
heterosexual participants.   
A significant change in F score was noted with the addition of interaction effects, R
2
 
change = .019, F(9,567)=5.010, p <.005. This model predicted 5.9% of variance. Significant 
predictors within this model were participant sex (β = .172, p <.005), sexuality (β = .142, p 
<.05) and the interaction term of sexuality*victim of both cyberbullying and traditional 
bullying (β = -.220, p<.05). Findings suggest female participants and heterosexual 
participants were likely to score higher on the perceived social support scale. In addition, 
results indicate when both traditional and cyberbullying were present, perceived social 
support scores were higher for sexual minority youths than for heterosexual youths.  
INSERT TABLE 2 HERE 
 
Discussion 
 The aim of this study was to investigate the perceived level of social support 
available to victims of traditional and cyberbullying in a heterosexual and sexual minority 
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emerging adult student population. Given the existing research that examines social support 
in the adolescent heterosexual and sexual minority population (Fedewa & Ahn, 2011; 
Williams et al., 2005), it was expected that compared to their heterosexual peers, sexual 
minority emerging adult students would experience reduced levels of perceived social 
support.   
Indeed, results go part way to support this. Heterosexual adult students were found 
to experience increased levels of perceived social support compared to nonsexual minority 
adult students. With social supports suggested to be effective in the treatment or prevention 
of bullying (e.g. Holt & Espelage, 2007) this finding is of concern, as sexual minority 
students have been identified as at risk for both traditional and cyberbullying (Schneider et 
al., 2012).   
For students had been either traditionally bullied or cyberbullied, no difference in 
perceived social support between heterosexual and sexual minority emerging adults was 
found. This suggests that sexual minority emerging adult victims of traditional or cyber 
forms of bullying experience similar levels of perceived social support when compared to 
heterosexual victims. Seeking support from others in their social environment is therefore 
likely to be just as difficult for both of these populations. Given that seeking social support 
has the potential to be effective in ending or reducing bullying (Flaspohler et al., 2009; Holt 
& Espelage, 2007), both of these populations may be more likely to experience ongoing 
bullying.   
Heterosexual and sexual minority individuals’ similar experience of perceived social 
support when traditionally bullied or cyberbullied is surprising. Developmental differences 
may exist between adolescent and emerging adult students whereby sexual minority 
emerging adults have, to a greater extent, developed a clearer understanding and acceptance 
of their own sexual identities. This process is referred to in the literature as identity 
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integration, and primarily takes place during adolescence (Rosario, Hunter, Maguen, 
Gwadz, & Smith, 2001). Although ‘coming out’ is associated with higher levels of anxiety 
and potential negativity from others, Rosario and colleagues (2001) suggest that those who 
have not disclosed their sexual orientation to others may reduce their access to potential 
social supports. 
 
This is consistent with adolescent studies that find sexual minority 
individuals may not seek family support when bullied as it may reveal their sexual 
orientation to their families (Blumenfeld & Cooper, 2010) and therefore expose them to the 
risk of parental rejection (Waldner & Magruder, 1999). 
 
While this present study did not 
investigate the extent to which sexual minority individuals had informed others of their 
sexual orientation, sexual minority emerging adults are more likely to have communicated 
their sexual preferences than the adolescent population. Although still experiencing fewer 
social supports, emerging adult sexual minority individuals may therefore have access to 
friends and social networks that they previously did not perceive as supportive. Further 
research could investigate the association between identity integration and access to social 
support in adolescent and emerging adult sexual minority populations, and how this relates 
to an individual’s experience of coping with bullying.  
The sources of social support that these victims of traditional bullying and 
cyberbullying use were not identified in this study but could also play a role in individuals 
coping capacities. Although both populations experienced limited social supports, they still 
perceived that they had access to some social support. It is possible that the source of 
support heterosexual and sexual minority victims have an effect on their capacity to cope 
with the situation. Research has identified that seeking the support of a peer uninvolved with 
bullying, or a peer who is a part of the bully’s peer group, is likely to be more effective in 
reducing or ending bullying than a fellow victim of bullying (Pellegrini et al., 1999). 
 
Similarly, when victims perceived support from a peer as well as a teaching staff member, 
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the negative psychosocial outcomes associated with bullying were reduced (Flaspohler et 
al., 2009). Identifying the sources of social support that  heterosexual and sexual minority 
individuals perceive as supportive may identify differences that would further the 
understanding of the role that social support plays in coping with bullying. 
Although no difference in perceived social support was found between heterosexual 
and sexual minority students when either traditionally bullied or cyberbullied, an 
unexpected trend was identified for those who were both traditionally bullied and 
cyberbullied. When both forms of bullying was experienced, social support was only 
reduced for those within the heterosexual population. Sexual minority emerging adults 
experienced higher levels of social support when both traditionally and cyber bullied 
compared to their peers, who were either traditionally or cyberbullied, irrespective of sexual 
orientation. This suggests the possibility that sexual minority emerging adults who are both 
traditionally and cyberbullied possess a high level of perceived social support that could be 
accessed. This was particularly unexpected given that fewer social supports have been 
associated with greater risk of bullying (Flaspohler, 2009; Holt & Espelage, 2007) and that 
sexual minority individuals are at greater risk of being both victims of traditional and cyber 
forms of bullying (Schneider et al., 2012).  If sexual minority emerging adults who are 
bullied by both forms do possess the greatest social support, the reason for why sexual 
minority emerging adult victims of both traditional bullying and cyberbullying experience 
ongoing bullying remains unclear. Research that has examined adolescent victims who had 
been bullied in different ways (i.e., physically, verbally, or online), reinforces the 
effectiveness of seeking social support (Riebel, Jäger, & Fischer, 2009), raising the question 
of why this population continues to be victimised. 
 
This greater access to social support may 
indicate that this population may not know how to use this support effectively. The 
relatively small number of sexual minority participants who indicated that they had been 
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victims of both traditional and cyber forms of bullying precluded further investigation in 
this sample. Future research would therefore need to be conducted.  
Limitations 
Caution must be made when interpreting these findings due to small sample sizes 
and the use of cross-sectional data. Similar to previous studies involving sexual minority 
populations, the sample size in this present study reflected a relatively small percentage of 
sexual minority individuals. This is due to the relatively small number of individuals who 
identify as sexual minority in the general population, and makes investigating differences 
between varying bullying experiences and between genders difficult. Sample size 
restrictions must be taken into consideration, and care must be taken when interpreting and 
generalising findings from this study. In addition, while this current study was interested in 
examining the role of overall social support in bullying experiences, we were unable to 
disentangle the affect that different sources of social support have for an individual (i.e., 
peers vs. family) previously found in adolescent populations (Flaspohler et al., 2009)
.
 It may 
be that for heterosexual and sexual minority populations, at this developmental stage, certain 
social supports are more highly associated with effective coping than others. However, 
future investigations could examine this further.  
Implications 
Universities have a duty of care to ensure that all students feel safe and have access 
to services that promote their psychosocial wellbeing. This includes development of an 
easily accessible policy on dealing with all forms of bullying, and student access to support 
staff when required. The findings of this current study highlight the need for teaching staff, 
support staff and peers to be encouraged to identify both heterosexual and sexual minority 
victims of traditional and cyber forms of bullying, and help them to access support services 
within the university. While current research has identified the need to develop universally 
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implemented intervention programs and strategies to end victimization (William & Cornell, 
2006), the feasibility of running such a program within the university environment is 
limited.  Therefore, initiatives including email reminders of the importance of seeking 
support for bullying, information on where and how to seek support on campus, and 
distribution of the university anti-bullying guidelines may be a more effective format for 
intervention. However, further research would need to be conducted to establish the 
effectiveness of such measures.  
Future Directions 
 Given the scarcity of research addressing social support in the sexual minority 
emerging adult population, continued effort is needed to understand the role that social 
support has when coping with bullying. Future research should focus on sexual minority 
emerging adult populations in regards to the effect that different sources of social support 
have on their capacity to cope with bullying. In relation to sexual orientation gender 
differences in the accessibility of social support for coping also needs exploration. Given 
that those who are bullied often bully others (Holt & Espelage, 2007), investigation of the 
role social support has for bully-victims, as well as perpetrators in the emerging adult 
heterosexual and sexual minority population is needed. 
 
Finally, further examination of 
perceived levels of social support for those both traditionally bullied and cyberbullied is also 
warranted. Adding to the literature in this way will help to inform intervention and help this 
population to evade the detrimental negative outcomes associated with bullying.  
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Table 1  
Mean social support scores and standard deviations for individuals’ experience of bullying 
for heterosexual (Het) and sexual minority (SM )participants.  
 Not 
 Bullied 
(n = 377) 
Traditionally 
Bullied 
(n = 84) 
Cyberbullied 
 
(n = 36) 
Both Traditionally 
and Cyberbullied 
(n = 24) 
Total 
 
(n = 521) 
Het 145.51 
(16.96) 
133.27 
(19.96) 
139.27 
(17.73) 
126.13 
(14.71) 
142.53 
(18.21) 
SM 133.78 
(20.19) 
124.00 
(26.26) 
134.83 
(22.19) 
142.63 
(19.17) 
132.49 
(21.93) 
Total 143.71 
(17.97) 
131.06 
(21.82) 
138.52 
(18.27) 
131.63 
(17.78) 
140.75 
(19.28) 
 
  
 25 
 
 
Table 2  Regression analysis of  social support scores and  bullying for heterosexual (Het)  
and sexual minority (SM)participants.  
 
  B SE B β t 
Model 1 R
2
 = .055 ; Adj R
2
 = .045 
Sex 
Age 
Cyberbullying Victim 
Traditional Bullying Victim 
Both TB and CB Victim 
Sexuality 
 
 9.88 
   .11 
-5.30 
 -.09 
  .65 
8.38 
 
2.46 
  .35 
3.66 
  .16 
5.77 
2.46 
 
.17 
.017 
-.07 
-.03 
.01 
.14 
 
4.02** 
.32 
-1.45 
-.61 
.11 
3.41* 
Model 2 R
2
 = .074 ; Adj R
2
 = .059 
Sex 
Age 
Cyberbullying Victim 
Traditional Bullying Victim 
Both TB and CB victim 
Sexuality 
Sexuality*Cyberbullying 
Sexuality*Traditional Bullying 
Sexuality*Both types of bullying 
 
10.29 
.01 
-2.01 
-8.53 
22.67 
8.49 
-4.5 
8.44 
-30.85 
 
  2.44 
    .35 
  8.92 
  5.36 
12.49 
  3.01 
  9.78 
  5.36 
14.21 
 
.172 
.002 
-.028 
-2.155 
.200 
.142 
-.055 
2.132 
-.220 
 
4.212** 
.041 
-.225 
-1.593 
1.815 
2.826* 
-.460 
1.575 
-2.171* 
